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Becoming a Nation
of Readers
A Report for Every Reading Teacher
by Karen Hanus, Sharon Smaldino,
and Margaret Sulentic
In our busy schedules as
classroom teachers, it is difficult to find
sufficient time to read and digest all the
current literature that pertains to our
field. One particular book that was
published in 1984 has great significance
for reading teachers. The publication of
The Nation at Risk at the end of 1983
because the furor over the declining
literacy reported in the report
overshadowed any of the positive
research reported in Becoming a
Nation of Readers.
Reading teachers should be aware
of the information provided by the
Readers because the research and
researchers were truly outstanding.
Nation at Risk severely criticized
American schools and recommended
toughening standards for students and
teachers as the means to improve
literacy. They recommended in part
increasing graduation requirements for
all students, increasing college entrance
examinations, increasing academic
requirements to enter college teaching
programs and at the same time hiring
non-educational persons to teach
science, math and computer courses.
The rationale behind their recommendations was that all children could
succeed if they were forced into higher
requirements. This logic is rather like
telling a 5' freshmen that he can make
the Olympic basketball team if he
practices dribbling more.
Becoming a Nation of Readers is

a professional publication, written by
professional reading educators with
realistic, practical suggestions for
improving literacy in America. The
members of the commission included
Jere Brophy of Michigan State
University, Jeanne Chall of Harvard,
Lenore Ringler of New York, Dorothy
Strickland of Columbia, David
Rumelhart of University of California,
Isabel Beck and Robert Glaser of the
University of Pittsburg and Richard
Anderson of University of Illinois.
Included in their ranks was also Sue
Talbot, a first grade teacher, and Monte
Penney of the Department of Education
Adult Literacy Initiative. The
Commission was appointed and
sponsored by the National Academy of
Education's Commission on Education
and Public Policy.
The report is divided into six
sections with 17 recommendations for
improvement. The 17 recommendations
will be briefly described. Suggestions
for parents, teachers, textbook
publishers, principals and community
leaders will be offered. These
recommendations are the essence of the
report which is written in a highly
readable format. Excellent quotations
cited in red print along the margins of
the text appear throughout the report.
The book provides an excellent model
of good writing and guided reading.
Becoming a Nation of Readers
emphasizes the importance of early
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parental support and encouragement.
Readers recommends parents read to
preschool children focusing on
language development. Parents should
continue to provide support to school
age children, modeling reading vs.
television watching, providing a place
to read and study, and by continuing to
read to children all the way through
school.
Teachers should maintain classrooms that are stimulating and
disciplined. They should provide more
time for comprehension instruction and
less time to assigning workbooks and
skill sheets. Teachers should schedule
regular independent reading time for
children, and schedule and model
regular writing time in the classroom.
Beginning reading programs
should focus on reading, writing and
oral language. But, they also recommended beginning reading classes
include well-designed phonics lessons
that include both instruction in isolated
sounds and in words in context.
Textbook publishers should
develop reading primers that are
interesting, comprehensible and
provide opportunities to apply phonics.
Textbooks should contain adequate
explanations of important concepts
particulary in content areas of science
and social studies.
School personnel should cultivate
an atmosphere that supports reading.
The emphasis in "effective schools"
research recommends vigorous
leadership, high expectations, an
emphasis on academic learning,
classroom order and consistent
discipline, uninterrupted time for
learning, and staffs that work together.
Schools should provide well- stocked
and well-managed libraries with
librarians encouraging wide reading
and helping match studen:s with good

books. Comprehensive assessment of
reading and writing should be in each
school. Standardized tests should be
supplemented with assessments of
reading fluency, ability to summarize
and critically evaluate lengthy
selections, amount of independent
reading, and amount and quality of
writing.
Teacher education programs
should be lengthened and improved in
quality. Elementary teachers should
have an adequate base in liberal arts,
sciences, and pedagogy. Stronger
standards for teacher certification,
improved salaries and working
conditions are necessary to improve
teaching standards. Veteran teachers
should be provided adequate inservice
and professional compensation and
novice teachers should have programs
available to help with the transition to
teaching.
Unlike the more well-known
Nation at Risk, Becoming a Nation of
Readers is well defended with research
taken from leading researchers in the
field of reading, psychology, and
educational statistics. While educators
may not agree with the findings, it is
difficult to dispute the scholarship. Like
Nation at Risk, Becoming a Nation of
Readers recommended toughening the
requirements and increasing the salary
of teachers. Like Nation, Readers
suggested more basic education
including more phonics (which is
highly controversial) and more
academic record-keeping. Unlike
Nation however, Readers suggested a
balanced approach, including more
writing and independent reading in
addition to the basal instruction and
phonics instruction in the schools.
Assessment was to include reading
fluency and critical analysis and not
just score on standardized tests.

Readers states, "Holding a reading

teacher accountable for scores on a test of,
say, dividing words into syllables is like
holding a basketball coach accountable for
the percentage of shots players make during
the pre-game warmup". The true test of
readers is reading. In research supported by references provided by the
writers, Readers reported that less than
ten percent of students' total school
time is devoted to reading and less than
one percent of their free time is devoted
to independent reading. If the intent is
the become a nation of readers then
perhaps as professionals we should
consider arming ourselves with the
information provided in Becoming a
Nation of Readers and be ready to
evaluate, modify and defend our
teaching of reading in our classroom.
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